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Introduction 
Joana Mas6 
Universitat de Barcelona 
L'ensemble de reflexions qui configurent ce dossier prennent au serieux 
l'espace litteraire comme producteur d'imaginaire ~ommun par le biais 
de differentes matrices theoriques relevant de la critique litterarre, la 
philosophic, 1' esthetique, les etudes postcoloniales ou de genre. Une 
matrice critique ici consacree a etudier la genealogie et !'heritage 
historico-litterarres mais aussi esthetiques dans l'reuvre de quelques 
ecrivaines d'Algene : Fadila al-Faruq, Latifa Ben Mansour, MaYssa Bey, 
Nina Bouraoui, Helene Cixous, Assia Djebar, Malika Mokeddem, Ahlam 
Mosteghanerni, Lei1a Sebbar et la philosophe Catherine Malabou. 
Nous empruntons au philosophe Jacques Derrida - « sorte d' Africain 
deracine. .. ne a Alger » selon ses propres mots (Derrida et Malabou 
1999: 94)- d'un cote, sa pensee de la litterature comme « la possibilite 
de ' tout dire' »1 et done de tout imaginer- y compris les formes d'auto-
legitimation et d'autocensure les plus raffmees- et, d'un autre cote, sa 
conception de l'reuvre d'art comme etant toujours une creation a 
dimension publique. D'apres Derrida, cette dimension publique serait 
conferee au texte litteraire et a l'reuvre d'art a travers toutes sortes de 
canons esthetico-litteraires parmi d'autres formes d'institution de la 
culture. Car c'est toujours une collectivite d'historiens de l ' art et la 
litterature qui decide a chaque moment de 1 'histoire de ce qui peut etre 
entendu comme art et litterature. Sous cette lumiere, une reuvre serait 
1 
« J'insiste en general sur la possibilite de ' tout dire' comme droit reconnu en principe a 
Ia litterature, pour marquer non pas l'irresponsabilite de l'ecrivain, de quiconque signe de 
Ia litterature, mais son hyper-responsabilite, c 'est-a-dire le fait que sa responsabilite ne 
repond pas devant les instances deja constituees » (Derrida 1999 : 24). 
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Filling in the Void: Lei1a Sebbar's 
Collective Archaeology of Origins 
Amy L Hubbell 
University of Queensland 
~a 2014 ~terview, Algerian-born historian Benjamin Stora stated: "We 
still haven t taken the full measure of how much this war this hi t thi F h . . , s ory, 
s_ rene presence m Algena, has marked and traumatized French 
socte~ [ .. ·] Everyth~~ -everything- stems from Algeria" (Sa yare 
2014). Nearly one mtlhon people fled Algeria at the end of the seven-
ye~-lon~ war f<?r independence from France (1954-1962), and these 
exiles s~lllook ?ack to _their sep~tion from Algeria as a point of origin. 
Much like a birth, this sometimes traumatic departure is not easily 
remember~d or recounted, but everything that follows refers back to the 
ru~tur~ wtth the x:notherland._ The Algerian War serves as a departure · 
pomt m F~en~h. htstory, but 1t also represents a difficult beginning for 
numerous mdiVlduals who suffered separations from Algeria even while 
they were still living there. 
Born in 1941 in Aflou, Algeria, to an Algerian father and a French 
mother V.:ho were both_ schoolteachers, author Lei1a Sebbar left Algeria in 
1961 ~~g the Algenan War to continue her studies in France. Though 
her exile m France certainly marked her, she often returns further back to 
her racial specifici~ in colo~al Algeria as a point of origin. Her earliest 
recounted memones of chtldhood focus on physical and emotional 
1 Stora p~c~pat~d in Sebbar's work C'etait leur France with his memoire "La France si 
proche, s1 lomtame ... ". (2007), "Messali Hadj" in Voyage en Algeries autour de ma 
chambre (2008), and m Une enfance j uive en Mediterranee musulmane with "Le 
Harnmam et apres ... " (2012). 
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separation from those around her. 2 She is at once crossed, mixed, or 
"bigarree" (Sebbar 2001: 193), but ultimately, Sebbar embraces her 
separation as her creative source: 
La division que chacun de nous peut connaitre est souvent un element de 
souffrance. J'en parle dans Lettres parisiennes, dans Les Jeunes Filles de Ia 
colonie (Une enfance outremer, Points virgule/Seuil, 2001). Dans d'autres 
textes qui ne sont pas autobiographiques, je crois que l'ecriture de fiction m'a 
permis d'inventer un territoire oil Ia division se decline de fa~ons diverses, sans 
jamais faire place a de !'unite Ge n'ecrirais plus). Oui Ia difference, l'alterite 
me fait ecrire, je Ia preserve, je Ia recherche partout oil elle peut m 'inspirer pour 
ecrire (par exemple si je vivais en Algerie, je n'ecrirais pas de fictions parce 
qu'il n'y a plus d' etrangers dans ce pays). 
(Sebbar and IGan 2004: 130) 
Without her specific form of exile, Sebbar's writing would not exist, and 
as such, the author is caught in the contradictory necessity of maintaining 
her divisions while writing to overcome them. 
Sebbar has long been writing stories in which she recalls her own 
beginnings while intertwining them with other peoples' childhood 
memories. This "autobiographie collective", as she calls it in an 
interview with Anne Douaire-Banny (2011), has appeared in Une 
enfance d'ailleurs (1993), Une enfance algerienne (1997), Une enfance 
outremer (200 1 ), Le Pdys natal (20 13), and even Une enfance juive en 
Mediterranee musulmane (2012), which are all volumes edited by Sebbar 
and in which she includes her own memoires. 3 These short texts often 
represent moments of suffering or separation that marked the individual 
writer. Sebbar has also published collective autobiographies that 
reimagine France's Algerias - Mes Algeries en France (2004), Journal de 
mes Algeries en Franpe (2005), and Voyage en Algeries autour de ma 
chambre (2008)- and Algeria's Frances -C'etait leur France (2007) and 
Le Pays de ma mere: Voyage en Frances (2013)- which represent the 
diversity and multiplicity of each country's citizens while exploring how 
the authors, and Sebbar, came to construct their identities under the 
influence of a colonial power. Each of these volumes is written from one 
country as homeland imagining the other as motherland to demonstrate 
how France and Algeria are reciprocally marked by each other. 
2 See for example, "La Moustiquaire" in Une enfance d'ailleurs (1993: 197-207). 
3 In addition to these texts, Sebbar has recently co-edited Une enfance corse (20 I 0) and 
Enfances tunisiennes (2010). 
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As Sebbar investigates these diverse pasts and varying origins -her 
own, her family's, and that of other exile writers- she creates a written 
co~unity th?t fills in the gap between her French and Algerian 
hentages .. Flonane Place-Verghnes explains in ''The Photo biographical 
Today: Signs of an Identity Crisis?" that Sebbar uses herself to link 
together ~o cultures an~ "tries to reconstruct her own identity through 
the nan:ative of a colle~tlve history: an identity that is a collage made up 
of m~ltiple en~ounte~ (2011: 101). By looking across Sebbar's corpus 
of exile autobiographies and especially her more recent textual-visual 
works, this article will demonstrate how Sebbar's "collective archaeol-
ogies:'4 return to the voids created in and after Algeria, and it will 
question whether effusive artistic creation can unearth the past or if it 
rather functions to fill in the chasm left behind. 
Collective Memory and Collective Archae~logy 
Th~ memory of colonial Algeria has long been subject to the approval of 
vanous stakeholders in Algeria's past: while Algerians today found their 
nation's _s~ory on their successful war for independence, the former 
French Citizens of Algeria who fled to France, also known as the Pieds-
~oirs, often rewrite th~ir homeland with nostalgic longing. For those, 
lik~ _Sebbar, who. expenenced separation before their exile from Algeria, 
wnnng a collective memory has different implications. Sebbar avoids 
identifying with one community and has instead called herself "crossed" 
to emphasize her singularity: 
je ~s une croisee qui cherche une filiation et qui ecrit dans une lignee 
tOUJOurs Ia meme, reliee a l'histoire, a Ia memoire, a l' identite, a Ia tradition et ~ 
Ia transmission, je veux dire a Ia recherche d'une ascendance et d'une 
descendance, d'une place dans l'histoire d'une famille, d'une communaute 
d'un peuple, au regard de l'Histoire et de l'univers. ' 
(Sebbar and Huston 1986: 147) 
Born of a crossing, Sebbar seeks out her place among communities and 
histories. However, she also persistently negates her belonging (Laronde 
1993: 166), and, as Jarrod Hayes explains in Queer Nations: Marginal 
Sexualities in the Maghreb, "she is not quite/not French and occupies a 
space that is in-between French, Maghrebian, and even Beur (which is 
4 Sebbar calls her work an archaeology in Voyage en Algeries (2008: 1 0). 
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already an in-between) identities" (2000: 216). Thus, as she collects 
stories of communities around her own, she further underscores the 
isolating nature of her identity. 
In Une enfance juive en Mediterranee musulmane, Leila Sebbar says 
that she approaches "l'enfance comme une arcbeologie collective 
creatrice" (2012: 12). In an interview with Caroline Broue for a France 
Culture radio program, Sebbar discusses why she joins these exile 
writers into collections. Broue calls Sebbar' s work a ' 'travail de 
mosa!que": 
Sebbar: Et si je parle d 'archeologie collective, je veux dire que dans ces 
recueils, je mets ensemble des ecrivains qui ne se connaissent pas, 
necessairement [ .. . ) 
Mais, ils soot ensemble dans un livre. On entend leurs mots, on les entend, et 
on s'aper~oit qu'ils ont des similitudes d'une histoire d'enfance a une autre 
histoire d'enfance, et je pense parce qu' ils sont des ecrivains et parce qu' ils 
sont ecrivains en exil, on peut voir ces rtmi.niscences et ces similitudes malgre 
les differences, dire d 'un pays a I' autre, I 'his to ire n • est pas necessairement Ia 
meme, mais enfin moi, c'est ce qui me plait. Et c'est pour cette raison que 
j'aime organiser des recueils collectifs de cette sorte. 
Broue: C'est un peu comme si, Leila Sebbar, vous vouliez reunir ceux que 
l'histoire a separe au fon9. 
Sebbar: Oui. Etje mets ensemble ceux qui ont ete separes et c'est mon plaisir. 
C'est mon plaisir etje pe'nse que c 'est aussi le plaisir des auteurs. 
(Sebbar and Broue 2012) 
Like an archaeologist, Sebbar and her teams of writers collected in these 
volumes take a literary journey through their memories to unearth 
representative fragments from a time when they were metaphorically 
whole - a time preceding exile. 5 As Susan A. Crane states in "Writing the 
Individual back into -Collective Memory", "collective memory is a 
conceptualization that expresses a sense of the continual presence of the 
past" (1997: 1373). It is this sense of continuity that inspires Sebbar's 
works. By reassembling fragile remnants into collections, Sebbar 
attempts to place the artifacts -images and texts- in a structure that 
s Karen Schwerdtner establishes Sebbar's tendency to rework history in her fiction and 
she situates the novel "dans Ia lignee des ouvrages precedents de Sebbar quaot a sa 
volonte de thematiser le probleme de Ia rupture dans les liens de transmission entre les 
generations. [C]e roman [ ... ] se presente surtout comme le recit d'une 'archtologie' ou 
d'une enquete sur des evenements ou faits historiques" (2012: n.p.). 
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~es sense ~ the pre_sent. She wants to join multiple voices together 
while paradmucally telling a coherent story of separation. 
~le Se_bbar tries _to create a collective picture of the past by 
gathenng vanous memorres together, in Regarding the Pain of Others 
Susan _Sontag explains: "Strictly speaking, there is no such thing as 
c?llec~ve memory. [ ... ] All memory is individual, unreproducible- it 
dies W:Ith each person" (2003: 67). In Sontag's view, what one calls 
co_lle~ti~e memory is not ~b~ut remembering but about "stipulating: that 
t~zs IS Important, and this IS the story about how it happened, with 
pictures that lock the st?ry in our minds" (67-68, Sontag's emphasis). 
Indeed, although memones are central to Sebbar' s texts, her project does 
not seek _to re~ember. Inste~d she gathers individual experiences to give 
a collective vtew of a coloma! past and of exile and she seeks to suture 
what history bas separated. ' 1 
. If Sebbar believes she is an archeologist unearthing the origins of 
ex~le to fmd her place in History, we may evaluate how she pieces the 
~fac~ together (S~bbar and Huston 1986: 147). Crane states that 
histoncal me~ory Is only one form of collective memory" (1997: 
1375),. and, usmg terms that resonate in Sebbar's oeuvre, she explains 
collective histoiJ:'S roots in nineteenth century Europe: 
The f~rmer curiosity c~binets ~d art galleries of Europe were gradually 
cons_ohdated for collective, public presentation, along with newly valued 
m~e~l, European artifacts and contemporary, foreign ethnographic objects. 
Histoncal collecting and preservation was a group effort, locally coordinated 
and state-supported in Germany in Vereine, or associations. The results were 
suppose~ to express a group identity (particularly a national one), a sense of the 
past valid for the members of this preservationist culture and anyone who 
encountered their products-just as we continue to do in the public museums that 
began to be founded then and have been created since. 
(1374-1375) 
In many ways, this is the work that Sebbar undertakes in her collections: 
she places the artifacts and ethnographic objects of the past on display in 
~ooks meant _to express her own identity as well as that of a group with 
ties to coloma! North Africa. However, calling her work a collective 
archaeology is problematic as it suggests a return to a common site 
where diverse experience is found together. If she is playing the role of 
archaeologist in these texts, Sebbar's task is to reassemble the fragments 
of that past to create a picture of a community in a way that makes sense 
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today. Instead, Sebbar asks diverse individuals to return to multiple sites 
to create a picture of a community, and sometimes the authors represent 
a community to which they do not or no longer belong. 6 
Unlike history and archaeology, which have a pretention of being 
objective, autobiography requires a subjective process. In her collections, 
Sebbar includes her own scenes from childhood that highlight her 
separation, even when her background does not seem to fit in the 
collection. For example, in "Ce serait la meme histoire", in Une enfance 
juive en Mediterranee musulmane, the author and editor writes a short 
autobiographical preface recounting the moment when she learned, 
'"c'est mal d'etre arabe, fille d'un Arabe, c'est mal d' etre juif' . Pourquoi 
c'est mal? Personne ne le dit. Est-ce que je le crois? Je ne sais" (Sebbar 
2012: 11). Although this volume would ostensibly not represent her 
community, Sebbar obliterates the gap by deploying her exile: "Pourquoi 
on m ' insulte? Chuchotements d'un depart clandestin. Vers quel exil? 
Petits bonheurs, grand malheur. Errance. La dispersion [ . . . ] on croit les 
avoir oubliees, elles soot 1a, ces voix, dans les pages des ecrivains en exil 
et l'enfance de la derniere generation de cette histoire-hi. La mienne 
aussi" (12-13). Sebbar reassembles scattered voices, inserting herself 
within another history, claiming exile as a new common ground in which 
to dig. ~ 
In addition to placirlg herself into communities which are not hers, 
Sebbar inserts diverse and disassociated voices into her personal 
archaeology. In the last decade, Sebbar has turned her autobiographical 
writing towards her parents, looking back before herself to understand 
her dual heritage and, as Michelle Perrot argues in her preface to the 
book, to ' 'renouer les fils rompus, retrouver les traces qui s' effacent 
spontanement" (in Sebbar 2004: 9). This ancestral.,- excavation, first 
represented in herMes Algeries en France trilogy, assembles the pieces 
of her parents' pasts, incorporating images and reflections, her own and 
those of others, often relying on what Sebbar calls ''une memoire 
d'emprunt, artificielle" (2004: 48). In this series dedicated to her father, 
who was born in Algeria and buried in France, Sebbar progressively 
layers textual and visual fragments of Algeria in scrapbook-style 
6 This is a part of what Place-Verghnes calls "cross-fertilization" (2011 : 108). In addition 
to including her own memoires in many of her volumes, Sebbar allows multiple authors 
to share memories in various different volumes. This is especially true for authors such as 
Nancy Huston, Benjamin Stora, Helene Cixous, and Albert Bensoussan. 
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autobiographies. 7 The three books begin to fill the void of exile by 
reconstructing Algerias she could never know in childhood and Algerias 
she could not experience because of her separation. 8 
Borrowed Memory and Community in Mes Algeries en 
France 
Published in 2004, the first volume Mes Algeries in France is composed 
of images, stories, fragments of previously published works, and other 
people' s experiences between France and Algeria. In the preface, 
Michelle Perrot describes the ephemeral nature of the past: "Les lieux 
sont eminemment fragiles, menaces par Ia destruction, l'usure, les 
reamenagements incessants, l' oubli. [ ... ] Autant de menues reliques d 'un 
decor aboli, dont il ne reste parfois que des souvenirs de fleurs" (12). 
Thus, collecting and cataloguing pieces of that past -artifacts- is a way 
to preserve the point of origin. Mes Algeries en France, as well as the 
subsequent volumes, joins memorial debris to words: orange wrappers, 
family photos, postcards, class photos, architectural blue prints, paintings 
by Sebbar's son, schoolbooks, figurines, garden ornaments, historical 
documents, and documentary photos are scattered amidst texts inspired 
by famous (Jean Pelegri and Agnes Varda) and lesser known people 
(Zinedine Zidane's and Benjamin Stora' s mothers). Even the most 
insignificant fragments evoke Algeria for Sebbar. 
Community is intertwined in this autobiographical collection. Sebbar 
quickly makes connections between her father and his friends Mouloud 
Feraoun and Mohammed Dib, as well as between herself, Albert 
Bensoussan, 9 Germaine Tillion, Marc Garanger, and Assia Djebar - all 
authors who have struggled to articulate the rapport between France and 
Algeria. Sebbar writes:, "Nous sommes, Assia et moi, les filles du pere, 
diseuses de memoire. Ecrivaines, saurons-nous transmettre une filiation 
nouvelle?" (32). While recounting the unique story of her own origins, 
7 Sebbar also calls these books "carnets de voyage", and as she travels back in time in 
these volumes, she reinforces Algeria as her departure point. 
8 See "Accumulated Testimony: Layering French Girls' Diaries on the Algerian Exodus" 
(Hubbell 2014) for a more detailed explanation of Sebbar's contradictory effort to join 
France to Algeria while remaining in the divisions. 
9 See Albert Bensoussan's "Appele:z-moi France" in Sebbar's C 'etait leur France (2007). 
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she yet again binds herself with others who share elements of her past: 
Algeria, France, and exile. 10 
In the process, Sebbar attempts to obliterate the possibility of 
separation: she creates a jumbled knot. She continues collecting 
seemingly incongruous pieces of the puzzle to fill the gap in an 
unnavigable "carnet de voyage" to her beginnings. 
Mes Algeries en France documents Sebbar's parents' pasts through 
an archaeological approach while burying the fragile memory within the 
pages. As she explains: 
Au hasard de mes pen\grinations, j'ai fixe sur papier glace, avant disparition, 
tout ce qui pouvait se lire encore, que le temps ou les elus n'avaient pas efface, 
et je classe ces photographies densoires dans une petite boite. Comme 
Germaine Tillion, ses negatifs des Aures, travail minutieux d'ethnographe, 
soucieuse d'une societe qui bientot ne sera plus, !'emotion est Ia meme, 
silrement, devant Ia trace lisible qui peut durer a !' image. 
(42) 
Perrot claims that "ce qui resiste le mieux a l'usure du temps, c'est 
l'ecriture: toutes les ecritures intimes, pedagogiques, litteraires, poe-
tiques, romanesques .. . D ' ou la bate des ethnologues a transformer en 
textes les recits des fem.xPes, source immemoriale" (13). This assemblage 
attempts to give permanence to the fleeting memory by pinning down the 
pieces and putting them on display. Writing, like a recomposed skeleton 
or a museum exhibit, may bridge the gap between past experience and 
present reader -but it also transforms the incomprehensible fragments 
into something "artificial", to echo Sebbar's own words (2004: 48). 
As for the writing, Sebbar begins Mes Algeries en France with the 
myth of her origins: "Portrait de famille: Les Ecoles" starts in France, at 
the Dronne river, with·the birth of her mother Marie an'& several religious 
and superstitious ceremonies predicting her eventual departure for other 
lands. Sebbar emphasizes shores, of both rivers and oceans, and estuaries 
where the salt and fresh water mix in this snippet that, like her, has its 
source in both France and Algeria. The author provides written and real 
snapshots of her parents' individual childhoods, her father in Algeria, her 
10 In addition to including her community, Sebbar draws in passages from her previous 
works such as passages from her trilogy Sherazade (beginning in 1982) and the 
testimonial of a Pied-Noir woman, "Chronique rapatriee", originally published in the 
feminist newspaper Histoires d'elles in 1979. This archaeology of Algerian memory 
includes Sebbar's feminist and fictional works. 
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~other in F~ce until the two meet at a ball. When her father's story 
mtersects With her mother's, they create the "crossing" that is Lei1a 
Sebbar. 
~ough her collag~ work, Sebbar's visual text becomes a lasting 
souvenrr of _her Algenan past. As Helen Vassallo explains, the 
textual and v1s~al s~rve to "re-territorialise" through the "layering of 
person~~ and histoncal memory and the superimposition of past and 
present (20 11:. 12~). se.~bar attempts to "reconcile both a private 
story and a pubhc history (131). According to Vassallo, 
the way in which, in both texts, personal memory is connected to sites of 
remembrance (for example, via the juxtaposition of family photographs and old 
postcards, photographs Sebbar has taken of North Africans in France and 
portraits of historical ancestors) represents the "memories that obsessively 
mterru~t a present m?ment'' (Smith & Watson 2001, p. 1 21), showing in 
Sebbar s Franco-Al~enan work of memory that no personal story can ever be 
detached from the history which provides its context. 
(132) 
Vassallo convincingly demonstrates how Sebbar superimposes the past 
?nto ~e present in these works, but we can see through the ever-
m~reas~g numb~r of her :xcavations that Sebbar does not just bring past 
?bJects mto the ~re~ent like an _archaeologist. She enmeshes her story 
mto_ the commumty s, the past m the present, Algeria in. France. She 
begms to bury the gaps through her collections. 
Immediately after publishing Mes Algeries en France the archaeol-
ogical process is chronicled in Journal de mes Algeries en France 
(20?5). Th!s time organizing her memorial artifacts by months, Sebbar 
begms to discuss her journey through the frrst volume: 
A pres Mes_ Algeries en Fr~ce, je poursuis et je poursuivrai encore 1 'Algerie en 
F~ce. Pnse par un besom febrile de meier 1' Algerie a Ia France, depuis Ia 
nats~ce, presque ... L'oeil fixe sur !'objet du desir, tendre predateur, 
collectJonn~ur .~ou, tendu vcrs ce qui s 'exhibe et se dc!robe, je tente par Ies 
mots, Ia voiX, I ~mage, obstmement, d'abolir ce qui separe. 
( I I) II 
Like many of Algeria's exiles, Sebbar becomes obsessed with retracing 
her roots as scattered as they are. In the third volume, Voyage en Algeries 
II s "V" . th ee 1ewmg e Past through a 'Nostalgeric' Lens: Pied-Noir Photo-documentaries" 
(Hubbell 20 11) for a more thorough analysis of visual representations of Algeria. 
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autour de ma chambre, items are catalogued alphabetically and hand-
written letters about various places in Algeria are added to the collection. 
The letters are from authors who live in Algeria (Mai"ssa Bey), those 
exiled from it (Benjamin Stora, Alain Vircondelet) and those who have 
never visited (Nancy Huston: "L' Algerie, jamais mis les pieds, et 
pourtant .. . " [2008: 24]). 12 Sebbar describes Voyage en Algeries as "une 
sorte d'archeologie de mes fictions" (10). 
In 2013, Sebbar added one more collective archaeology to her list of 
publications. This time she turned to her mother's roots in Le Pays de ma 
mere: Voyage en Frances using intertextual markers and images to 
produce another "exploration fragmentaire" (2013a: 9). Sebbar _again 
overtly refers to her archaeological process: "Et me voici, une fois 
encore, travaillant a une nouvelle archeologie de l'autre cote de !'outre-
mer, ainsi je designe Ia France, le pays de ma mere depuis le pays natal 
demon pere" (10). By repeatedly joining print and image to handwritten 
texts, this time about "Ma France", written by an array of authors of 
equally varied identities such as Albert Bensoussan, Annie Emaux, 
Mireille Calle-Gruber, and Helene Cixous, 13 Sebbar creates a densely 
knotted community from the spectrum of Franco-Algerian origins to 
reflect on France's multiple identities. This book is a beautiful memorial 
to Sebbar's mother, redounting her past and her heritage. Sebbar's son, 
Sebastien Pignon, has" illustrated it. From a publishing standpoint, 
everything about this text looks like the previous Mes Algeries en France 
trilogy. The gathered words, images, and other memorial debris are again 
so tangled that they threaten to cover over the void (this time Sebbar's 
mother) that inspired them. The many layers presented are difficult to 
read in their entirety. 
Leila Sebbar is ~ "mad collector" (2004: 12) of ~les mots, la voix, 
l'image" as well as stories and souvenirs. She seeks to "abolir ce qui 
separe" through her various autobiographical collections (2005: 11). Yet 
as she joins various communities together, she seeks to place herself at 
the intersection, in the gap between two countries. In her recent visual-
literary works published with Bleu autour, Sebbar has layered past and 
present images, enmeshing them into her writing, creating a dense web 
12 In her study of Sebbar's trilogy, Place-Verghnes argues that rather than joining 
communities together, this collective collage process instead creates an "unravelling 
identity" (2011: 101). 
13 Cixous is another repeat contributor to Sebbar's volumes, having published "Pieds 
nus" in Une enfance algerienne in 1997 and "L'Affrance" in C'etait leur France in 2007. 
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of ~f~cts. As Sebbar ~ays in an interview with Axel Maugey, she wants 
to CODJuguer texte et IIDage". Conjugating leads to proliferating which 
Place-Verghnes explains as follows: ' 
We thereby witn~ss a quadruple cross-fertilixation of the document: not only of 
the text and ~e unage bu.t also of the images among themselves (photographs ~ well a~ van?us oth~r kinds of documents and objects -which can even enter 
mto ~elattonships ofllllse en abyme), of the texts among themselves (with ever-~btguous generic categories) and, within the texts, different narrative 
mstances. 
(20ll: 108) 
Sebbru:'s textual~visual archaeological trilogy alongside her print-only co~lective autobiographies continue to multiply, and the accumulated 
~o1ces fu_at speak of the origins of exile begin to jumble together, like her 
rmages, mto a dense web. After following her process of archaeology 
are we any closer to her origins? ' 
Filling the Void or Suturing the Past 
In her essay "~a mere, la France", Sebbar writes: "C'est dans ce village, 
~e?IDa~a~ 9-ue Je,passe mon enfance, je l'appelle le villagefondateur. Je 
I Aa1 qmtte 11 Y a !.ongtemps, je n'y reviendrai pas. C'est lui qui habite mes 
reves nocturnes. (2007a: 240, author's emphasis). In Mes Algeries en 
France Sebb~ mcludes a photo of her sisters and brother with her in 
front of the "Ecole de garyons indigenes" in Hennaya, and she describes 
her father's experience there: 
C'est_ Pecole d_e mon pere, !'_ecole de }'enfance, heureuse et separee. [ ... ) Jama~s Je ne sws rev~ue au VII!a~e de I enfance coloniale. [ ... ) Fouzia Ould-
Kaddour a photographie pour mot !'entree de !'ecole. On peut lire "Ecole de 
gar~ons". On a gratte rageusement "indigenes", iJ reste !e blanc. 
(2004: 34) 
Sebbar, unable to p~ysically confront her point of origin, chooses not to 
travel back to Algena and relies on others, her "memoire d'emprunt", to 
complete her sto'!' ~ 48). Her focus instead is to feverishly gather 
re~~ts of ~lgenas m France, filling in the void from multiple angles 
conJomed With many other voices, in an effort to reconstruct a new 
home: 
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Ainsi, je fabrique, par le jeu prosaique et lettre des echos, assoctallons 
baroques, correspondances insolites (couleur, regard, son, odeur, gestes), un 
grand corps vivant de !'Orient (Algerie metaphore de !'Orient) a !'Occident 
(France metaphore de !' Occident), une tribu inedite, enigmatique, mytholo-
gique, un chant choral qui accompagne moo pere. n o'est pas seul dans Ia terre 
etrangere. C'est comme s'il entendait Ia mer depuis le cimetiere marin du vieux 
Tenes oil il ne repose pas. (2008: 11) 
These echoes do not take Sebbar back to Algeria. Just as her Algerian 
father is buried in France, Sebbar uses memorial debris to entomb the 
past version of Algeria within the present in France. 
Both within her collective autobiographies and across her corpus, 
Sebbar collects and reassembles fragile souvenirs of exile upon paper. 
The textual and visual clutter she has unearthed joins together through a 
collage effect to bury what has been lost. The process can continue ad 
infinitum because Sebbar's desire to "abolir ce qui separe" can never 
come to fruition if she is to continue writing. Eventually the sheer 
number of these projects will pile up upon itself, no longer providing 
archaeological evidence of the common past between France and Algeria 
that formed her. This journey through her corpus of exile autobiog-
raphies, both visual an4 textual, shows how Leila Sebbar's "collective 
archaeologies" attempt to fill in the voids created in and after Algeria 
rather than excavating them. Sebbar may bring pieces of the past to the 
fore and enshrine them in writing, but the quantity of fragments 
unearthed and displayed do not render the past coherent for the reader. 
Instead, they create a knot, or possibly a suture, around the wound of 
exile. 
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Ahlam Mosteghanemi, Ia culture et 
l'histoire 
Denise Brahimi 
Uoe recherche sur la romaociere arabophone Ablam Mosteghaoemi porte 
evidemment sur son reuvre prise en elle-meme, mais on ne peut nier 
qu'une sorte d'arriere-pensee en soit la comparaison implicite avec 
l'reuvre de romancieres algeriennes francophones - beaucoup plus 
connues et plus souvent analysees dans le monde des lecteurs de langue 
franyaise. Pour ceux-ci, c'est la traduction en franyais des romans 
d' Ahlam Moste&hanemi qui en a permis 1 'acces, avec un decalage assez 
important, de l'ordre d'une dizaine d'annees, entre la parution en arabe et 
cette traduction tardive. · 
11 en a ete ainsi pour les deux romans dont on voudrait parler ici, 
Memoires de Ia chair et Le Chaos des sens dont !'immense succes dans 
le monde arabe a done precede sensiblement !'interet du lectorat 
franyais 1• On voudrait s 'interroger sur le ou les questionnements 
fondamentaux qui sont a 1, origine de leur ecriture et dont on peut dire 
d'emblee que l'auteure ne cherche nullement a les dissi.muler. La 
difficulte d'acces viendrait plutot des habitudes de lecture acquises par la 
frequentation des ecrivaines de langue franyaise, mais il n'est pas 
question de se livrer ici a une comparaison soutenue point par point ; 
comme on l'a deja dit, elle ne sera que sous-jacente ici ou la. 
Les deux romans d' Ahlam Mosteghanemi dont il sera ici question 
sont inseres dans 1 'histoire contemporaine de 1 'Algerie et portent pour 
1 Memoires de Ia chair est paru en arabe en 1985, et sa traduction fran~aise en 2002. Le 
Chaos de sens est paru en arabe en 1997 et la version fran~aise, 9 ans plus tard, en 2006. 
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